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Credit

DEALING WITH
DEBTS

COLLECTION
AGENCIES

REPOSSESSIONS

How to Deal With Your
Debts
Once you’ve obtained credit, it’s easy to be over-

whelmed.  You may overspend, become ill, or lose

your job, making it impossible to pay all your

bills.  If you cannot resolve your credit problems

alone or need additional assistance, you may

wish to contact an agency like the Consumer

Credit Counseling Service (CCCS).  This non-

profit organization counsels consumers who are

in debt.  A counselor will try to arrange a repay-

ment plan between you and your creditors, and

will help you set up a realistic budget and plan

expenditures.  This service, which is offered at

little to no cost, can be reached by calling toll-free

(800) 634-2227.

Some consumers turn to companies which claim

they can fix credit problems.  These companies,

sometimes called “credit repair clinics,” often

make misleading promises to consumers, such

as promising to remove a bankruptcy from their

credit report and charge high fees for doing the

same things consumers can do on their own. You

need not pay someone else to learn what is in

your file or to correct inaccurate information.

See the Credit Reports section in this brochure

for more information about how to get and cor-

rect information in your credit file.  No one can

fix your credit history but you through the sound

management of your money.

•publish lists of people who owe money;

•use a badge or uniform of a law enforce-

ment agency or claim to be from a govern-

ment agency;

•use documents which look like court or

government documents, telegrams, or

emergency messages;

•make collect phone calls or send collect

telegrams;

•violate postal regulations;

•threaten to add charges that aren’t legal,

for example, an interest rate higher than

the rate in the original contract;

•garnish your wages or take your home or

possessions without a court judgment,

however, an exception exists for fed-

erally guaranteed student loans that

are in default.  A federal law provides

for an administrative garnishment

up to 10% of the debtor's pay,  or;

•threaten to  have a debtor put in jail for

bad debt.

For more information, read RCW 19.16.250,

which identifies and describes in greater de-

tail the prohibited practices of debt collection

agencies.  A copy of Washington state laws is

available at most public libraries.

A Collection Agency
Cannot:

Collection Agencies
This section summarizes portions of the state’s
collection agency law (RCW 19.16) and the federal
Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (15 USC 1692).

These laws apply to businesses which collect debts
for other businesses (for example, ABC Collections
Company collecting money owed to XYZ depart-
ment store).  They do not apply to a firm which is
collecting its own past-due accounts.

When a Collection Agency
Contacts You
The first time a collection agency contacts you, it
must give its name and address, and the name of
the original creditor (the business or person you
owe money to).  It must also tell you in writing the
amount of the original debt and any fees which
have been added, such as interest or collection fees.
You must also be informed of your right to dispute
the information.

•A collection agency cannot call or write to
you more than three times a week.  Only one
of those calls can be at work.  You cannot be
called between 9 p.m. and 8 a.m.

•A collection agency cannot harass, intimi-
date, threaten, or embarrass you.  It cannot
threaten violence, criminal prosecution, or
use offensive language.

•If you send a written statement requesting a
collection agency to stop, it cannot continue
to call or write to you to demand payment.

When Contacting Other People
If you have an attorney, the law prohibits a collection
agency from contacting anyone other than your attor-
ney.  If you do not have an attorney, the agency can
contact other people only to find out where you live or
work.  The collector cannot tell these people that you
owe money.  In most cases, the collection agency can
contact another person only once.  These same rules
apply to contact with your employer.

Notifying a Credit Bureau
A collection agency can contact a credit reporting
bureau about the debt, but if you have disputed the
debt in writing that must be included in the report.

Adding Additional Charges
To determine if the collection agency can add addi-
tional charges onto your debt, consult your original
contract.  If you agreed to pay “collection costs,” the
agency can add reasonable charges such as attorney
fees, court costs, or credit reports.  If the agency is
collecting on a bad check, it can add collection and
legal fees as allowed by state law.

Partial Payments
A collection agency can demand full payment of the
debt.  It can, but does not have to accept a partial
payment plan.

Post Dated Checks
A collector can ask that you write a post-dated check,
but you cannot be required to do so. If you give a
collection agency a post-dated check, under federal
law the check cannot be deposited before the date
written on it.  And if you give the agency a check with
the date more than five days in the future, the collec-
tor must give you timely written notice before the

check is deposited.

For Further Information
The Consumer Resource Centers of the Attor-
ney General’s Office provide information and
informal mediation of disputes to consumers
and businesses.  If you have a question, would
like additional printed materials, or want as-
sistance in resolving a consumer problem,
please contact the nearest Consumer Resource
Center by calling the statewide toll free or lo-
cal telephone number below.
The Attorney General’s Office cannot provide
legal services for you or act as your attorney.
You should consider other informal dispute reso-
lution services, small claims court (for disputes
involving less than $2,500) or consulting a pri-
vate attorney to determine your full legal rights.

CONSUMER RESOURCE CENTERS
OFFICE OF THE ATTORNEY GENERAL

E-Mail ............. protect@atg.wa.gov
Web site ......... http://www.wa.gov/ago/consumer

Statewide........ (800) 551-4636 Voice
(800) 276-9883 Hearing Impaired
(TDD)

Bellingham ...... (360) 738-6185
Kennewick ...... (509) 734-7140
Olympia .......... (360) 753-6210
Seattle ........... (206) 464-6684 Voice

(206) 464-7293 Hearing Impaired
(TDD)

Spokane.......... (509) 456-3123
Tacoma .......... (253) 593-2904
Vancouver ....... (360) 759-2150
LEMON LAW: .... (800) 541 8898
                           or in Seattle, 587-4240.

CONSUMERLINE has taped information on a number of
consumer related issues. Residents in   Washington can
call (800) 692-5082.

The Attorney General’s Office has a policy of providing equal
access to its services.  If you need to receive the information in
this brochure in an alternate format, please call (206) 464-6684.
The hearing impaired may call 1-(800) 276-9883 Statewide, or in
Seattle at 464-7293.

Credit February 2000
Published by the Consumer Protection Division
of the Washington State Attorney General’s
Office.
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d
 v

e
rs

io
n

 w
il

l 
b

e
 s

e
n

t,
 a

t 
y
o

u
r 

re
q

u
e
st

, 
to

 a
n

y
o

n
e

w
h

o
 
re

c
e
iv

e
d

 
th

e
 
re

p
o

rt
 
in

 
th

e
 
p

a
st

 
si

x
 
m

o
n

th
s.

 
 
J

o
b

a
p

p
li

c
a
n

ts
 

c
a
n

 
h

a
v
e
 

c
o

rr
e
c
te

d
 

re
p

o
rt

s 
se

n
t 

to
 

a
n

y
o

n
e

w
h

o
 r

e
c
e
iv

e
d

 a
 c

o
p

y
 d

u
ri

n
g

 t
h

e
 p

a
st

 t
w

o
 y

e
a
rs

.

If
 t

h
e
 n

e
w

 i
n

ve
st

ig
a
ti

o
n

 d
o

e
s 

n
o

t 
so

lv
e
 t

h
e
 p

ro
b

le
m

, 
y
o

u

m
a
y
 

h
a
ve

 
th

e
 

a
g

e
n

c
y
 

in
c
lu

d
e
 

y
o

u
r 

ve
rs

io
n

 
o

f 
th

e
 

d
is

-

p
u

te
d

 
in

fo
rm

a
ti

o
n

 
o

n
 
y
o

u
r 

fi
le

. 
 
T

h
is

 
w

ri
tt

e
n

 
e
x

p
la

n
a
-

ti
o

n
 

o
r 

su
m

m
a
ry

 
m

u
st

 
b

e
 

1
0

0
 

w
o

rd
s 

o
r 

le
ss

. 
 

T
h

is

st
a
te

m
e
n

t 
w

il
l 

b
e
 
in

c
lu

d
e
d

 
in

 
a
ll

 
fu

tu
re

 
is

su
e
s 

o
f 

y
o

u
r

re
p

o
rt

.

R
e
p
o
ss

e
ss

io
n

d
e
c
id

e
 i
f 

th
e
 i
te

m
 i
s 

to
 b

e
 k

e
p

t 
a
s 

p
a
y
m

e
n

t 
fo

r 
th

e
 l
o

a
n

 o
r

so
ld

. 
 Y

o
u

 m
u

st
 b

e
 n

o
ti

fi
e
d

 i
n

 w
ri

ti
n

g
 b

y
 t

h
e
 c

re
d

it
o

r 
o

f

w
h

a
t 

w
il

l 
b

e
 d

o
n

e
. 

 I
f 

th
e
 c

re
d

it
o

r 
c
h

o
o

se
s 

to
 k

e
e
p

 t
h

e

a
rt

ic
le

, y
o

u
 h

a
ve

 2
1

 d
a
y
s 

to
 p

ro
te

st
 in

 w
ri

ti
n

g
 a

n
d

 d
e
m

a
n

d

th
e
 i

te
m

 b
e
 s

o
ld

.

T
he

 C
on

di
ti

on
s 

of
  S

el
lin

g 
 a

R
ep

os
se

ss
ed

 It
em

T
h

e
 p

ro
c
e
e
d

s 
fr

o
m

 t
h

e
 s

a
le

 g
o

 t
o

 c
o

ve
r 

th
e
 b

a
la

n
c
e
 o

f

th
e
 l

o
a
n

, 
a
n

d
 c

o
st

s 
o

f 
th

e
 s

a
le

 a
n

d
 r

e
p

o
ss

e
ss

io
n

. 
 A

n
y

m
o

n
e
y
 w

h
ic

h
 r

e
m

a
in

s 
is

 r
e
tu

rn
e
d

 t
o

 t
h

e
 b

u
y
e
r.

  
If

 t
h

e

p
r
o

c
e
e
d

s 
o

f 
th

e
 

sa
le

 
d

o
 

n
o

t 
c
o

v
e
r
 

th
e
 

lo
a
n

 
a
n

d

e
x

p
e
n

se
s,

 
th

e
 

r
e
p

o
ss

e
ss

o
r
 

is
 

a
ll

o
w

e
d

 
to

 
su

e
 

th
e

b
u

y
e

r
 

fo
r
 

fu
ll

 
a

m
o

u
n

t 
o

w
e

d
 

in
c

lu
d

in
g

r
e

p
o

ss
e

si
o

n
 

fe
e

s,
 

a
u

c
ti

o
n

 
c
o

st
s 

a
n

d
 

le
g

a
l 

fe
e

s.

If
 Y

ou
 W

an
t 

th
e 

R
ep

os
se

ss
ed

It
em

 B
ac

k
Y

o
u

 h
a
ve

 t
h

e
 r

ig
h

t 
to

 r
e
d

e
e
m

 t
h

e
 r

e
p

o
ss

e
ss

e
d

 i
te

m
 u

p

u
n

ti
l 

it
 
is

 
so

ld
 
o

r 
w

it
h

in
 
2
1
 
d

a
y
s 

o
f 

re
c
e
iv

in
g

 
n

o
ti

c
e

th
a
t 

th
e
 

c
re

d
it

o
r 

is
 

g
o

in
g

 
to

 
k

e
e
p

 
it

. 
 

T
h

e
 

c
o

st
 

o
f

re
d

e
e
m

in
g

 
th

e
 
it

e
m

 
w

il
l 

d
e
p

e
n

d
 
o

n
 
th

e
 
te

rm
s 

o
f 

th
e

c
o

n
tr

a
c
t.

  
Y

o
u

 m
a
y
 b

e
 h

e
ld

 l
ia

b
le

 f
o

r 
c
o

st
 o

f 
re

p
o

ss
e
s-

si
o

n
 
a
n

d
 
a
tt

o
rn

e
y
’s

 
fe

e
s.

H
ow

 A
 R

ep
os

se
ss

io
n 

C
an

 T
ak

e 
Pl

ac
e

•
T

h
e
 b

u
y
e
r 

d
o

e
s 

n
o

t 
h

a
ve

 t
o

 b
e
 n

o
ti

fi
e
d

 b
e
fo

re

re
p

o
ss

e
ss

io
n

 
o

c
c
u

rs
.

•
T

h
e
 

c
re

d
it

o
r 

c
a
n

n
o

t 
c
o

m
m

it
 

a
 

c
ri

m
e
, 

u
se

a
b

u
si

ve
 l

a
n

g
u

a
g

e
, 

e
n

te
r 

a
 h

o
m

e
 w

it
h

o
u

t 
p

e
r-

m
is

si
o

n
, 

o
r 

ta
k

e
 a

n
 i

te
m

 i
f 

th
e
 o

w
n

e
r 

p
h

y
si

-

c
a
ll

y
 

re
si

st
s.

•
C

a
rs

 c
a
n

 b
e
 t

o
w

e
d

 f
ro

m
 p

u
b

li
c
 o

r 
p

ri
va

te
 l

o
ts

.

•
A

 c
a
r 

c
a
n

 b
e
 t

o
w

e
d

 f
ro

m
 t

h
e
 o

w
n

e
r’

s 
d

ri
ve

-

w
a
y
 i

f 
n

o
 o

th
e
r 

c
a
r 

is
 m

o
ve

d
.

•
A

 
c
a
r 

c
a
n

n
o

t 
b

e
 

to
w

e
d

 
fr

o
m

 
th

e
 

o
w

n
e
r’

s

g
a
ra

g
e
.

A
ft

er
 a

n 
It

em
 is

 R
ep

os
se

ss
ed

If
 y

o
u

 h
a
ve

 p
a
id

 m
o

re
 t

h
a
n

 6
0

 p
e
rc

e
n

t 
o

f 
th

e
 a

m
o

u
n

t

o
f 

th
e
 l

o
a
n

, 
th

e
 c

re
d

it
o

r 
m

u
st

 s
e
ll

, 
le

a
se

 o
r 

o
th

e
rw

is
e

d
is

p
o

se
 

o
f 

th
e
 

it
e
m

, 
u

n
le

ss
 

th
e
 

c
o

n
su

m
e
r 

si
g

n
s 

a

st
a
te

m
e
n

t 
a
ft

e
r 

th
e
 
d

e
fa

u
lt

 
w

h
ic

h
 
p

e
rm

it
s 

th
e
 
c
re

d
i-

to
r 

to
 k

e
e
p

 t
h

e
 i

te
m

 i
n

 f
u

ll
 p

a
y
m

e
n

t 
o

f 
th

e
 l

o
a
n

. 
 T

h
e

sa
le

 m
u

st
 b

e
 h

e
ld

 w
it

h
in

 9
0

 d
a
y
s 

o
f 

re
p

o
ss

e
ss

io
n

. 
 Y

o
u

m
u

st
 b

e
 n

o
ti

fi
e
d

 o
f 

th
e
 t

im
e
 a

n
d

 p
la

c
e
 o

f 
th

e
 s

a
le

.

If
 y

o
u

 h
a
ve

 p
a
id

 l
e
ss

 t
h

a
n

 6
0

 p
e
rc

e
n

t,
 t

h
e
 c

re
d

it
o

r 
m

a
y

W
om

en
 A

nd
 C

re
di

t
E

a
c
h

 y
e
a
r 

m
a
n

y
 w

o
m

e
n

 a
re

 d
e
n

ie
d

 c
re

d
it

 b
e
c
a
u

se
 t

h
e
y

h
a
ve

 n
o

 c
re

d
it

 h
is

to
ry

. 
 I

f 
y
o

u
 a

re
 m

a
rr

ie
d

, 
te

ll
 c

re
d

it
o

rs

o
r 

st
o

re
s 

to
 r

e
p

o
rt

 s
h

a
re

d
 a

c
c
o

u
n

ts
 i

n
 y

o
u

r 
n

a
m

e
 a

s 
w

e
ll

a
s 

y
o

u
r 

sp
o

u
se

’s
 n

a
m

e
. 

 Y
o

u
 m

a
y
 h

a
ve

 d
if

fi
c
u

lt
y
 e

st
a
b

-

li
sh

in
g

 
c
re

d
it

 
in

 
y
o

u
r 

n
a
m

e
 
if

 
y
o

u
 
h

a
ve

 
k

e
p

t 
a
ll

 
y
o

u
r

c
re

d
it

 
c
a
rd

s 
in

 
th

e
 

y
o

u
r 

m
a
rr

ie
d

 
n

a
m

e
 

(f
o

r 
e
x

a
m

p
le

,

M
rs

. 
J

o
h

n
 S

m
it

h
).

  
M

a
k

e
 s

u
re

 c
re

d
it

 b
u

re
a
u

s 
h

a
ve

 a
 f

il
e

o
n

 y
o

u
, 

a
n

d
 t

h
a
t 

sh
a
re

d
 a

c
c
o

u
n

ts
 l

is
te

d
 i

n
 y

o
u

r 
sp

o
u

se
’s

fi
le

 a
re

 l
is

te
d

 i
n

 y
o

u
r 

fi
le

.

W
h

a
te

v
e
r  

y
o

u
r  

m
a
r i

ta
l 

st
a
tu

s,
 

y
o

u
 

sh
o

u
ld

 
e
st

a
b

li
sh

y
o

u
r 

o
w

n
 c

re
d

it
 h

is
to

ry
. 

 I
f 

y
o

u
’v

e
 n

e
ve

r 
u

se
d

 c
re

d
it

 a
n

d

a
re

 c
o

n
si

d
e
ri

n
g

 d
o

in
g

 s
o

, 
c
o

n
si

d
e
r 

o
p

e
n

in
g

 a
 c

h
e
c
k

in
g

 o
r

sa
vi

n
g

s 
a
c
c
o

u
n

t 
in

 y
o

u
r 

n
a
m

e
; 

a
c
q

u
ir

e
 a

 c
re

d
it

 c
a
rd

 i
n

y
o

u
r 

n
a
m

e
; 

o
r 

e
st

a
b

li
sh

 a
 p

re
-a

rr
a
n

g
e
d

 c
re

d
it

 l
in

e
 w

it
h

y
o

u
r 

b
a
n

k
.

If
 
y
o

u
 
a
re

 
n

o
 
lo

n
g

e
r 

m
a
rr

ie
d

, 
y
o

u
 
c
a
n

 
st

il
l 

a
p

p
ly

 
fo

r

c
re

d
it

 
o

n
 

th
e
 

b
a
si

s 
o

f 
a
c
c
o

u
n

ts
 

y
o

u
 

sh
a
re

d
 

w
it

h
 

y
o

u
r

sp
o

u
se

.

O
th

er
 L

aw
s 

Yo
u 

Sh
ou

ld
 K

no
w

 A
bo

ut
 
If

 
y
o

u
 
a
p

p
li

e
d

 
fo

r 
a
n

d
 
w

e
re

 
d

e
n

ie
d

 
c
re

d
it

, 
th

e
 
E

q
u

a
l

C
re

d
it

 
O

p
p

o
rt

u
n

it
y
 

A
c
t 

re
q

u
ir

e
s 

c
re

d
it

o
rs

 
to

 
p

ro
v
id

e

y
o

u
 
w

ri
tt

e
n

 
n

o
ti

c
e
 
a
n

d
 
to

 
sp

e
c
if

y
 
th

e
 
re

a
so

n
s 

fo
r 

y
o

u
r

d
e
n

ia
l.

  
F

o
r 

e
x

a
m

p
le

, 
th

e
 c

re
d

it
o

r 
m

u
st

 t
e
ll

 y
o

u
 w

h
e
th

e
r

th
e
 d

e
n

ia
l 

w
a
s 

b
e
c
a
u

se
 y

o
u

 h
a
ve

 “
n

o
 c

re
d

it
 f

il
e
”

 w
it

h
 t

h
e

c
re

d
it

 r
e
p

o
rt

in
g

 a
g

e
n

c
y
, 

o
r 

b
e
c
a
u

se
 t

h
e
 a

g
e
n

c
y
 s

a
y
s 

y
o

u

h
a
ve

 “
d

e
li

n
q

u
e
n

t 
o

b
li

g
a
ti

o
n

s.
”

  
T

h
is

 l
a
w

 r
e
q

u
ir

e
s 

c
re

d
i-

to
rs

 
to

 
c
o

n
si

d
e
r,

 
u

p
o

n
 

re
q

u
e
st

, 
a
d

d
it

io
n

a
l 

in
fo

rm
a
ti

o
n

y
o

u
 
m

ig
h

t 
su

p
p

ly
 
a
b

o
u

t 
y
o

u
r 

c
re

d
it

 
h

is
to

ry
.


